








The Plan of Darkness

Most of all, Malik Dunn was afraid of digging too deep and falling through the bottom of the rock. In the mine, he always tried to move forward, not down – doubling back often to check that his tunnel wasn’t dipping lower than the others.

He raised his lantern. The yellow light flickered, catching a speck of bluish mineral in the stone. He’d been chipping away at this section of the High Eastern Tunnel for three weeks with nothing to show for it. But now, finally, luck had shown its face.

The smart thing – the thing his supervisor would say – was to report it right away.

But something else had been whispering to him lately. A feeling. A voice. Take it.

His fingers moved before he really thought about it. The rock was cool and smooth. Glassy. His heart thumped. This wasn’t just a streak – it was a proper find. Maybe enough to pay rent for months.

He glanced over his shoulder. The other miners were way back, their picks still echoing down the tunnel. No one was watching.

He swapped in his smaller pick, the one for careful work, and chipped loose a chunk the size of his palm. It floated – barely – a little lift that made his stomach jump. Malik shoved it into the iron sample box fast.

Then he pulled out the measuring rod like the rules said, checked the size of the vein, and yelled back.

“Found somethin’!”

Foreman Jackson’s voice came from deeper in the tunnel. “You got a hit, Dunn?”

Malik nodded as the man approached. “Yeah. Blue-vein. Not huge.”

Jackson looked and gave a small nod. “Good one. You’ll get a premium.”

“Thanks. I could use it.”

Hourly pay didn’t go far. But floatstone – Rational Element, the fancy name – could mean the difference between scraping by and living a little better. The Kingdom of Azurath needed every bit of it. It was how the islands stayed up. How the skyships flew.

Jackson clapped him on the shoulder. “Carry on. I’ll send Morris to assist.”

As the foreman walked off, Malik’s hand went to his pocket. The iron box felt warm. Or maybe that was just him.

You need more, the voice said again, quiet but sharp.

He’d taken nothing before. Not really. Never even thought about it.

But right now, with the stone in his pocket and no one watching, he didn’t feel bad. He just felt… like he needed more.



Malik sat on the edge of his bed. The floatstone hovered above the table.

Every night, it was the same: open the box, watch it float, then go to sleep and wake from yet another nightmare. Watching the floatstone made it easier. It calmed him.

The stone gave off a faint blue light in the dark. It made his fingers look strange, almost ghostly.

He knew every part of it now – the tiny copper fleck at the base, the sharp edge near one side, the thin lines in the crystal like cracks in glass.

Since that first day, he’d found three more veins. Real ones. Reported them, got his premiums.

But they didn’t feel right. None of them felt like this one.

“Show me how to find more,” he whispered.

Find the pure ones, the voice said. The truth is in the perfect form.

At first, it had just been a feeling. Like a gut hunch. Lately, it was more.

A real voice. Always there, just behind his thoughts.

He called it the Darkness. It lived in the corners of his mind where the light didn’t reach.

Blue dust stuck under his nails. He rubbed at it. “Just dust,” he muttered.

The door lock clicked. Malik quickly covered the floatstone with a scrap cloth.

Lisha stepped in, her canteen smock spotted with grease and broth.

“Thought your shift started early?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

She took off the smock and dropped it on the hook, then sat beside him.

“Jackson’s wife says you’ve been findin’ more floatstone.”

“Been lucky,” he said.

She leaned against his shoulder. “Maybe we can get a place with a window.”

He nodded. It was a nice thought. But his mind was already drifting – thinking about the tunnels, about the other veins, about how much more he could take before someone noticed.

You’ve taken the first step, the voice whispered.

That night, he dreamed of falling again – down through the clouds, toward the roaring Storm.

But he didn’t see the other fall. The slow one. Inwards.



“The union needs someone who knows what it’s like down there in the tunnels,” said Councilor Ellis Nask, looking Malik straight in the eye. “Someone the boys trust. That’s you, Dunn.”

He nodded slow, heart beating faster than he liked.

A year ago, he’d been just another miner. Quiet. Kept his head down. Now he was the one they came to when something wasn’t right. When the foremen tried to cut rest breaks, he was the one who stood up and said no. When the vents failed last month and the boss wanted to keep digging, Malik shut the whole level down until it got fixed.

The blue stains on his fingers had darkened, but it was common for the floatstone miners. No one asked.

“I’d be honored,” he said. “But I never led nothin’.”

Nask leaned forward. “You led just fine when the vent went bad. Entire crew could’ve been gassed. They follow you, Dunn.”

He wasn’t wrong.

He had been speaking up more lately. Reading, too – union rules, old pamphlets, legal documents he’d once thought were only for politicians and lawyers. Now they made sense. He had studied obsessively – politics, rhetoric, history, law. Enough to pass reforms no one expected from a miner, to write proposals even senior ministers couldn’t easily reject. What had once been confusion was now strategy. He wasn’t becoming smarter or getting some hidden knowledge from the Darkness, but rather a push to learn, to speak, to advance. He knew how to speak so people listened – and how to write so they couldn’t say no. The voice in his head kept pushing. Telling him what mattered. Where to look. What to say.

The nightmares still came. Burning cities. Stones falling from the sky. But they didn’t matter. Not when he had a purpose now.



That night, he stepped into the apartment and froze. Lisha was at the table. His box was open. Seven floatstone pieces, each one fixed to a weighted base. Each one burned into his memory.

“What is this?” she asked, quiet and sharp.

His mouth went dry. “I can explain–”

“You stealin’ from the mine?” She stood, eyes wide. “You know what they’ll do if they find this?”

“I ain’t–” He stopped. Even now, his hands twitched toward the box.

She wants to take it from you, the voice said. It’s yours.

“We takin’ it back,” Lisha said. “You’ll tell ’em you was holdin’ samples. Maybe they’ll let it slide.”

“No.” It came out hard, too fast.

“Yes,” she snapped. “This ain’t right, Malik. Look at your hands!”

She grabbed his wrist and pulled off the glove. The blue had spread – fingers, palms, halfway to the wrist.

Malik yanked his hand back.

“You don’t get it,” he said, voice tight. “This is just the start. I got offered union leadership.”

Lisha stared at him. “It’s changin’ you. This ain’t the man I knew. He was happy enough with what he had.”

“Happy enough?” Malik snapped. “You said maybe one day we’d get a place with a window. That was your big dream.”

She flinched. “That ain’t fair,” she whispered.

“You know what ain’t fair?” he growled, stepping closer. “Men breakin’ their backs while the Kingdom floats off our sweat. Someone’s gotta speak up. Someone like me.”

Lisha’s eyes hardened. “I’m turnin’ these in. Tomorrow.”

Stop her, the voice hissed. She’ll take it all.

Something snapped.

His hand moved before he thought. The slap rang out. Lisha staggered back, clutching her face, her eyes wide and wet.

Malik froze. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t look away from what he’d done. Heat rushed through him. “Lisha, I–”

But she was already pulling her smock from the hook, stuffing a few clothes into her old satchel, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“You’re sick, Malik,” she said without looking at him. “And I can’t help you if you won’t help yourself.”

The door slammed behind her. Malik stood there, frozen.

He should’ve run after her. Should’ve said something.

Instead, his feet took him to the box. His hands – still shaking – lifted the lid.

He checked each piece. Slowly. Carefully. One by one.

None were broken.

His fingers trembled. Not from guilt. Not exactly.

She would’ve held you back, the Darkness said. You need to find the pure ones.

Malik pressed his palms to his temples, squeezing his eyes shut. “What am I turnin’ into?”

Something necessary, came the answer. This is just the start.

And deep down, Malik knew it was right.

He hid the minerals and when the search came and found nothing, told them with a straight face that Lisha was making it up to punish him after their break up.



“Looks like the stone’s cracking under strain,” Malik said, tapping the readout with a callused finger.

The other apprentices leaned in, frowning. Master Renhald adjusted his spectacles.

“Go on,” the old man said. “What does that tell you?”

Malik shifted the clamp on the floatstone, making sure the weighted base held it steady.

“If the fractures go past this point,” he pointed to a sharp dip in the graph, “the lift becomes unstable. Could push too hard or fail altogether.”

Renhald gave a slow nod. “Dangerous in a crafted piece.”

“Especially in airship stabilizers or float rings,” Malik said.

He caught one of the others glancing sideways at him.

Five years ago, they wouldn’t have believed he’d end up here – out of the mines, out of the union office, standing in a workshop instead. But he’d earned it. Every hour studying. Every night grinding numbers until the voice in his head stopped whispering long enough to let him sleep.

And still, it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

Master Renhald peered through his lenses. “You’ve been digging through the old Guild records.”

“Every night,” Malik said.

The Darkness wouldn’t let him stop. It needed him to know – everything about floatstone, about lift, about failure. He slept maybe two hours at a time now. Just enough to keep going. Just enough to dream.

And the dreams were changing: waves swallowing cities, flaming stones crashing from the sky. And always – always – the fall.

Later that night, in his cramped quarters, Malik sat under the lamplight and rolled up his sleeves. The blue had climbed past his wrists, halfway up his arms now. He wore long sleeves, even in the heat. The craving never left him. It scratched at the edge of his thoughts, a constant need – not for food or comfort, but for something purer, deeper, unseen.

The Darkness had given that need a name.

The seedpod, it whispered. You have to find it. The pure source. The beginning of the beginning.

Malik flexed his stained fingers, palms pulsing faint blue in the lamplight. “I don’t even know what that is,” he muttered.

The Darkness didn’t answer. It didn’t have to.

A knock at the door pulled him out of thought.

One of the younger apprentices stood outside, wringing his hands. “Sorry, Master Dunn. There’s someone here to see you. Says it’s urgent.”

Malik followed him through the quiet halls. In the front chamber, a man in a worn coat waited beneath the flickering lanterns. Malik recognized him – one of the old union messengers, now working as a courier for the guilds.

“Message from Senior Blacksmith Carter,” the man said, handing over a folded slip of paper. “Said it had to get to you tonight.”

Malik broke the seal.


You’re not alone. I’ve seen what’s happening to your hands. Most of us get the stains – but few are driven like you are. There’s a name for it: blue fever. My grandfather had it. Affects the mind. Makes you hear things. See things. Meet me at The Broken Anvil tomorrow. I know someone who might help. – C



Malik lowered the note, his fingers cold.

Blue fever.

The old stories from the mines had a name here too. He’d heard the whispers – of craftsmen who vanished after chasing floatstone across the skies. Of artists who claimed the stone spoke to them. Of visions. Of craving.

He looked down at his hands.

The blue wasn’t fading. It was spreading.

He means to stop you, the voice whispered. He fears what you’re becoming.

“No,” Malik muttered. “He wants to help.”

The courier gave him a sideways glance but said nothing.

They all want to hold you back. Just like Lisha did.

Her face flashed through his mind – tear-streaked, stunned, backing away.

How many times had he wondered where she’d gone? If she’d found someone else. Someone with clean hands. Someone without a voice inside his head.

His hands trembled as he folded the letter. “Tell Carter I’ll be there.”

But even as the words left his mouth, his gut twisted. He wasn’t going. He already knew.

The voice – his quiet companion, his shadow – had grown louder. Sharper. Closer.

That night, he dreamed again.

A perfect sphere of floatstone hovered before him, pulsing with blue light. Bigger than any sample he’d ever held. Alive somehow. It thrummed like a heartbeat – like the pulse of the world itself.

He reached for it.

And when his fingers brushed the surface, he heard the voice – not as a whisper, but as something vast and certain.

Soon, it said. Soon you will understand the Plan.

Malik never went to the meeting.

Instead, he buried himself in his work, chasing that perfect sphere from his dreams – something more than fragments. Something vast. Something the voice called a seedpod.



The Parliament chamber buzzed with raised voices and shuffling papers, the golden emblems of Azurath glinting under the dome lights. Malik sat stiffly in his assigned seat, the blue-and-gold sash of the Mining District draped across his chest. At thirty-five, he had made it – out of the tunnels, past the guild halls, and into the Kingdom’s highest chamber. What once felt impossible now hung on his shoulders like armor.

“The honorable representative from the Mining District has the floor,” the chamber secretary announced.

Malik rose, his gloved hands gripping the podium. The gloves hid what they always had – fingers permanently stained blue, the mark
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